Abstract: Independent of whatever other advantages it might have for the workers, worker ownership has repeatedly demonstrated in the real world that it is no guarantee for worker participation in management. The participation of workers in management as a first step toward worker self-management requires institutions and practices that will both allow such participation and promote it. This paper considers, in the frame of four standard issues in worker self-management, six specific institutions and practices common to the collection of co-ops that constitute the Mondragón complex that have generated meaningful worker participation in management in this large corporation.
considered it is an institution and the particular associated practices together that are important to the issue of participation in management.
Workers can participate in management only if institutional structures and practices exist that allow them to do so. But involving workers in management often requires more than that.
Many workers, conditioned by growing up and working under capitalism, do not aspire to selfmanagement, 2 but rather simply to a greater share of the wealth that they produce, higher wages.
This implies that to achieve broad worker participation in management institutional structures and practices will very often need to go beyond simply allowing participation and promote it. The fourth issue to keep in mind as this article discusses the six institutions and practices is to what extent and how they actually promote participation in management and thereby human transformation.
The first institution and associated practice important to worker participation in the management of every co-op in the Mondragón complex is the yearly General Assembly. This is a gathering of (potentially) all co-op members to both discuss and vote on the performance of the past year, and to establish the guidelines for the future. The second institution to be considered is the Governing Council. This is a group of up to twelve co-op members whose central jobs (it has some other management jobs) are to hire and fire management and continuously monitor its performance. Note the thin but very important line involved here in their role in management. On the one hand, they are formally charged with assuring that management complies with the directives of the General Assembly as they understand them. Hence if they believe this is not happening, they first discuss the problem with management, and if they cannot get a resolution to their satisfaction, they can fire individual managers or the entire management team. That clearly constitutes strong participation in management. On the other hand their job is not to, and they do not, manage the co-op. That is management's job.
In these first two institutions central to worker participation in management, there is direct participation by all co-op members in the General Assembly and representative participation by them in the Governing Council. Since the representatives that constitute the Governing Council are co-op members themselves, those few members are engaged in direct participation in management in the Governing Council as well, in the way that the Governing
Council participates in management as discussed above. In both cases, the participation in management is in the form of control as opposed to directly making management decisions, as also discussed above. As many people who have worked with or written about co-ops and self-management have asserted, workers are most ready to transcend their passivity and actively participate around management issues that they experience directly. Hence the purview of issues to be addressed by the Social Council included conditions on the job such as safety and health conditions, and issues of remuneration such as social security and compensation itself. In addition to promoting participation by the nature of the issues involved, participation was promoted by using a different system of elections to the Social Council from the collective-wide elections to the Governing Council. To facilitate the direct personal contact that would elicit the active use of this channel by regular co-operative members, groups of 10 co-workers who worked together elected their own representative to this council. This body was only advisory to the Governing Council on such issues, but the Governing Council was mandated to seek its input on all the designated issues, and given the environment of cooperation and balance that exists in Mondragón, such input had real weight in final decisions. Hence the Social Councils served to draw workers into a more individual and continuous participation in their co-op management around these issues that they saw directly impacted them. Specifically, this is an example of the channel discussed above of 'participation in management beyond control,' directly making management decisions 6 as opposed to the monitoring and control of management that is being conducted by others which was involved in the first two institutions discussed.
With the increased integration of the co-ops with the formal establishment of the Mondragón Co-operative Corporation (MCC) in 1991, 7 the need was felt to clarify, unify and update the management practices across the co-ops in the system. This gave rise to the development of a fourth central institution that is important for allowing and promoting participation in management, Mondragón's endogenously developed management model. There are six parts to Mondragón's management model. The four "inner" or basic parts together present the view of humans and of work, and the related value system, that are the basis 6 They constitute direct management decisions notwithstanding their limitation to an advisory (with important weight) status. 7 Recently the corporation changed its legal name to "Mondragón. Humanity at Work." Many people in Mondragón still refer to the organization that consists of all the co-ops as MCC, and that will be used in this paper. for Mondragón's commitment to worker participation in management. Paraphrasing these four parts in two sentences: People are social beings and hence they cooperate as the actors in production, and that action which they take should be in accord with basic principles that reflect justice and equity, and will promote human development. These people will then collectively decide what they want to do, what project they want to undertake, and then create an organization to effect that project, and that organization should be managed participatively.
If one reads through the brief descriptions of all the parts and sub-parts of this core of its management model, one will see that its heaviest stress is on joint activity and cooperation at all levels. At two places, however, this model also specifically makes clear that this cooperation should be managed by the participants themselves. At the very heart of the model, one of the ten "Basic Co-operative Principles" that are officially accepted as the basis for the whole Mondragón project is "participation in management". Then the same idea is also expressed in the model again even more strongly as "self-management," appearing as a sub-category of the concept of "participative organization".
While this management model is more a conceptual framework than a recipe for management, the framework it presents opens the door wide to participation in any aspect of management, and even full self-management. As opposed to the Social Councils, it thus has an open purview. Keeping in mind that Mondragón is constantly changing and re-inventing itself, exactly what forms this "participation in management" and "self-management" that is part of
Mondragón's management model will take over time is a question that will only be answered concretely by history.
The importance of these last two institutions needs to be stressed. There is no claim made here that these are the only or even best ways to facilitate and promote active participation in management beyond control. The best vehicles to do that for a given situation could well be specific to the culture, history and other particular conditions. Their importance, rather, is as evidence that the Mondragón experiment has recognized the necessity to do so if one aspires to authentic self-management, and that it has formally built this recognition into the core of its system of management.
An essential part of supporting and promoting worker participation in management is to create a culture where both the workers want to participate and the managers expect, and even welcome, such participation. While we saw that participation in management was one of
Mondragón's basic principles, it is thoroughly rejected by the neoliberal ideology that dominates the capitalist world that their members grow up in. Hence a fifth practice that is important to allowing and promoting participation in management at Mondragón is the necessary permanent activity of creating and sustaining a culture of participation. They refer to this as formación. Decisions take place after intense discussions at all levels and fine-tuning of management 9 Formación is basically a combination of "skilling and building a culture." There is no good single word for this in English, and so like several other authors I will use the literal translation of "formation" to avoid frequent repetition of some appropriate but clumsy descriptive phrase.
ideas. The necessity to make profits in a free and competitive market is never far from the center of any decision, but concern with profits must be balanced by respect for the basic principles. The goal of discussion is the development of sound business decisions that are understood and supported by all members.
The discursive and broadly consultative process by which management makes decisions makes clear a major important part of member participation in management. The institutionalized nature of formation is barely mentioned in far too many discussions on the nature of the various dimensions of Mondragón that have been necessary for its success.
A sixth practice at Mondragón that allows and promotes participation in management concerns the much debated issue in co-op literature of "domination by experts," or "domination by a technocracy." Having a job as a manager in a modern business enterprise usually requires education and training in management, and having a job as a manager in a sizable co-op competing in a capitalist environment usually requires education and training in co-op management. While large numbers of people who are excluded from management throughout the capitalist world are excluded for reasons of class and associated education despite their abilities to master a management education, others are excluded from management because they do not have the ability to develop the expertise to become a be a good manger. This is the root of the problem for the goal of broad self-management of the possibility of domination by experts.
At Mondragón the large majority of new managers come with advanced education. This can be either in management itself or, especially for particular management jobs, with technical education such as engineers that would qualify them, when combined with particular personal traits, for particular management posts. If, however, a non-management co-op member wants to become a manager, then if the co-op believes that he or she has the combination of intelligence and determination to be educated for management and will make a good manager, they will support the person's efforts, often including financially. So part of the answer to this problem of "domination by experts" is that Mondragón is open to "skilling up" those members without the skills to manage, provided that they have the ability to learn the necessary skills.
Of course, the solution to the problem of domination by expertise is not only this individual channel of a willingness to "skill up" anyone not in management who desires to be part of it. It is not just a question of making management an open body in that sense. An even larger part of the solution is the institutions described above for assuring the control of management by the entire body of workers, most of whom are not management. A really effective channel for the possible individual entry into management by any co-op member, however, is an additional important practice for allowing and promoting participation in management.
Conclusion
Co-ops in themselves do not guarantee participation of any type, and certainly not the concern of this paper, participation in management. An outstanding example of this is the large number of mutual life insurance companies in the United States, which to most their members function almost indistinguishably from their normal corporate counterparts. Co-ops do, however, make it possible for participation in management in a way that is essentially impossible in a normal capitalist corporation, which legally has fiduciary responsibility to only its stockholders.
If a co-op's general membership meeting merely rubber-stamps the dictates of management, then worker participation in the enterprise is largely meaningless 10 and there is no authentic participation in management. As opposed to this, what is necessary is a collection of institutions and practices, both direct and representative, that both establish control of management by the collective members and which facilitate direct universal participation in management.
Mondragón has a number of such structures and associated practices that could be usefully used, often with appropriate modifications in various possible different environments, to allow and promote participation in management, understood as first steps toward the more distant goal of worker self-management.
